






52     Encouraging free play

 As can be seen, the three perspectives (Figures 2–4) depict very different 
dimensions of the gameplay experience for each participant.
 Föresty, as evident from his trajectories of SLD, as well as the initial condi-
tions of the CAS (as derived from the background information questionnaire), 
is depicted as a learner who benefits greatly from the extramural L2 learn-
ing experience. As one of the few participants with no other form of German 
language instruction/maintenance, he fully embraces the opportunity to play 
World of Warcraft, as he readily plays an impressive number of days (17 in 
total—the second highest amount of all participants in the study), and his 
frequent interaction in the game proves to be an effective way to develop L2 
proficiency as well. Föresty’s gameplay experiences, as observed in Figure 3, 
are inherently complex and challenging to decipher, but such a depiction of 
the language observed in-game serves two functions. Firstly, it signifies the 
nonlinearity of the gameplay experience. Secondly, it can be used to further 
examine what causes the fluctuation and extremes in Föresty’s language expo-
sure, such as an influx of quest text or frequent interaction with other play-
ers, which may in turn lead to spikes in his language exposure in 10-minute 
intervals which is otherwise not observable in other timescales. In this way, 
Föresty mediates the limitations of having no structured L2 learning con-
text by embracing the myriad opportunities for communication in the game, 
which speaks to the powerful influence of the CAS’s internal resources on 
Föresty’s SLD trajectories.
 Eisenbarchen is the most frequent player and exhibits interesting spikes 
in his gameplay habits, the first of which occurs after the participants had 
some of the communication restrictions that initially existed removed, such 
as directly contacting unknown players, when given full access to the game. 
As a result, Eisenbarchen is able to communicate more, proving to provide an 
initial incentivization to play more on the dates that depict higher language 
exposure. Eisenbarchen’s gameplay trajectory over the 10-minute intervals is 
rather interesting as he plays more than any of the other seven participants, 
and, as seen in Figure 4, there remains a clear trajectory of growth over the 
course of his play time. Although Eisenbarchen’s session-by-session trajectory 
may appear to exhibit less growth over time, this may be due to requiring a 
longer period of time to become fully accustomed to the game. Eisenbarchen, 
unlike the majority of other participants, could not decide on a single char-
acter/avatar to represent him, fluctuating frequently between several. The 
external resources of the CAS—the vast amount of choice that one has when 
playing the game—while not inhibiting SLD, did result in forfeited opportuni-
ties to interact in groups with other players due to not reaching requisite levels 
in the game. Yet this decision is reflective of Eisenbarchen’s approach to extra-
mural L2 learning, as he still has ample classroom opportunity to engage in 
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language practice, and therefore uses his extramural time to explore diverse 
ways to play the game.
 Kyrii’s previous gameplay experience allows her to immediately step into 
the game environment and navigate it with ease. Although she had not played 
World of Warcraft specifically, she relies on the external resources of the CAS 
that are familiar to her previous online gaming experience to better under-
stand game mechanics. By looking at both the amount of language exposure 
on a session-by-session basis, as well as in 10-minute intervals, her gameplay 
trajectory portrays growth as she becomes more accustomed to the game. This 
is crucial as Kyrii’s relatively low level of German proficiency could have inhib-
ited her ability to play the game entirely, but her past gameplay experiences 
serve as a meaningful contributing factor which allows her to succeed in the 
extramural learning environment. As Eisenbarchen, she has formal L2 learn-
ing opportunities on a regular basis that readily can support her extramural 
learning endeavors.
 Finally, Trolinda performs admirably considering her complete lack of 
experience with digital games, playing fewer actual sessions than others, yet 
playing increasingly longer in each subsequent session. Trolinda’s focus on 
exploring the game world meant that her concentration was driven away from 
SLD and was focused on the game itself, allowing her to take her time and 
fully immerse herself in the game environment only once she understood the 
goals of the game. When asked about her general experiences at the end of 
the study, she noted that the multitude of gameplay options and experiences 
made it feel like an actual world, and, as a result, Trolinda placed much less 
emphasis on gameplay progression. Examining her trajectories of gameplay 
portrays two contrasting narratives of SLD. When analyzing her gameplay in 
10-minute intervals, Trolinda’s trajectory actually declines over time, but it 
develops rapidly when associated with language exposure over numerous ses-
sions of play. Although this seems contradictory, it may well be explained with 
Trolinda’s lack of gameplay experience. Whereas Kyrii could rely on past expe-
riences to assist her in learning to play the game, Trolinda had very little game-
related experience to support her initial foray into the game. This approach to 
playing the game may lead to fewer opportunities for co-player interaction, 
and, as a result, Trolinda’s DGBLL was among the least effective, but not due 
to the extramural learning environment.

Conclusion
MMORPGs like World of Warcraft constitute immersive virtual worlds which 
function as language-learning environments should the learners approach 
them with a willingness to learn how to play the game and an eagerness 
to engage with all aspects of the game in the target language. Due to the 
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complexity of the game, however, each player who approaches the gameplay 
process is bound to interact with it in various and unique ways.
 Whereas previous research has elected to look at short segments of game-
play (due to time restrictions) or has situated the gameplay experience within 
the classroom context (to facilitate observation), this study removes all such 
restrictions and allows learners to embrace the extramural environment how-
ever they choose. This type of research design is intended to replicate the expe-
rience of playing a vernacular game in one’s free time, doing so primarily for 
entertainment purposes.
 It remains advantageous, then, to encourage L2 learners who are seeking 
additional means to develop their L2 proficiency to seek out games and play 
them in a foreign language. With the support of a community of like-minded 
individuals, or an affinity space, to discuss their gameplay experiences, lan-
guage learners can readily benefit from interactive gameplay experiences such 
as the one described in this study.
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